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The Theology of the World Apostolate
Ronan Hoffman
OFM Conv.
Since you have graciously permitted me to open this dialogue
between Protestant and Catholic professors of missions on the subject of
mission theology, it seems appropriate to begin with a brief review of the
development of the subject to date within Catholic circles. We will then
indicate some of the factors, which are favorable to the further development
of the topic today, and finally will offer some observations for joint effort in
future elaborations of this part of theology.
In the past Catholic missiology has been concerned generally
with historical, juridical, and methodological questions rather than with
theological matters relating to the worldwide apostolate. There are
many reasons for this, but perhaps the fundamental reason for the lack
of a theology of the mission of the Church was the separation for many
centuries between the ideas, “Church” and “mission.” This was not true,
of course, in the first few centuries. The missionary nature of the Church
was clearly recognized and understood by all, both in principle and in
action. This conscious recognition of the missionary character of the
Church appears not only in historical accounts of the activity of the early
Church but also in the doctrinal writings of the Fathers, although without
any particular stress, since they no doubt did not consider it necessary to
emphasize a truth or obligation so well understood and practiced by all.
From the fifth century on, however, this sense of mission became
gradually lessened on the pert of the general membership of the Church,
including the bishops, the clergy assigned to particular dioceses and parishes,
and the laity. Further missionary expansion of the Church became more
and more the work of the religious orders: first, the Benedictine monks,
then the Franciscans and Dominicans, and still later by numerous other
religious orders. This resulted in a kind of dichotomy between the Church,
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which was located in Europe, and the missions, which as time went on
were identified with the work of propagating the Christian faith outside
Europe. Since only a minor part of the Catholic Church was engaged
in foreign mission activity, it came to be regarded as a minor activity of
the Church. There was lacking any explicit expression of the inseparable
bond between Church and mission; rather, the two were separated both in
thought and in practice. This situation, so unlike that in the early Church,
has prevailed until this century.
Ecclesiology as a formal discipline and the modem worldwide
mission era of the Catholic Church were nearly contemporaneous in
origin, both beginning around the early sixteenth century. They developed,
however, in almost complete isolation from one another. Catholic
theologians were mainly concerned with theological matters being called
into question by the Protestant Reformers, and these matters concerned
the Church in Europe only. Missionary activity outside Europe was not
a point of contention between Catholics and Protestants in the sixteenth
century, and so it was ignored in the development of ecclesiology. As a
result, the missions have been missing from Catholic theology books on
the Church until very recent years. The only major dogmatic work, which
contained a treatment of the mission apostolate in the entire history of
Catholic theological literature, is that of Cardinal Brancati de Laurea in
a work he published in 1673. Under the heading of the virtue of faith,
Brancati devoted three chapters to the propagation of the Christian faith
through missionaries and how they ought to carry out their mission.
Unfortunately, his example was not followed by other theologians, and
so mission matters did not enter into the main current of theological
discussion and teaching.
Developments in Catholic ecclesiastical studies within the past
century have helped to set the stage for a recognition of the need of a more
dynamic theology, indeed of a missionary theology, and it will be useful to
note them briefly. Ecclesiology has become much more vital, due in large
part to the renewed interest in the doctrine of the Church as the Mystical
Body of Christ. This Pauline doctrine was well known during the apostolic
and patristic periods, but fell into gradual disuse in the early Middle
Ages. Its revival in this century is very significant, for consideration of
the Church as the living Body of the Redeemer, and the faithful as living
members of that Body, presents an image of the Church, which is vital
and dynamic. Ever since the Reformation, Catholic ecclesiologists have
generally depicted the Church under images which are static, such as an
edifice built upon a foundation stone, the kingdom of God in a quasiimperialistic sense, the house of the Lord set on the top of a mountain,
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and so on. A polemical and apologetical attitude dictated the choice of
such images, and this has been disadvantageous from the missionary point
of view. To portray the Church as a house built upon solid rock certainly
suggests endurance and stability, but it obscures the interior and vital
dynamism characteristic of the Church, as seen in its early history and
indeed in present history.
More recently. Catholic theologians have begun to employ such
dynamic images as the “People of God” or the “Family of God.” Such
images afford the opportunity of seeing the Church as a people who are to
proclaim the exploits of the God who has called them out of darkness into
His marvelous light (1 Peter 2:9). They help to convey the notion that the
Church is not so much a “thing,” as it is a divinely constituted society of
dynamic, vibrant, living human beings called by God to collaborate with
Him in proclaiming Him, His teachings, His deeds to all mankind until
the end of time.
Also in the field of ecclesiology, modern theology began to break
with that tradition which considered principally the quantitative aspect
of the Church’s catholicity or universality (geographical extension and
numerical increase of adherents) and began to pay more attention to its
qualitative aspect, which concerns a more spiritual, and therefore more
dynamic, universalism. The recent development of a theology of the laity
stresses their active role in the Church’s mission, which is now being seen
also in a much broader scope. The rise of modern social problems led to
the creation of a social teaching of the Church, which has brought out an
awareness of the importance of terrestrial realities in the life of man and in
the mission of the Church to bring man a more abundant life. A renewed
missionary effort occasioned the beginnings of missiology to study this
manifest expression of the dynamic universality of the Church.
The worldwide spread of the Church and the problems involved
in its confrontation with many and rapidly changing cultures have forced
Catholic theologians to consider the relationship between culture and the
Church’ s universality. Finally, biblical, catechetical, and liturgical researches
have contributed towards a more complete understanding of the dynamic
missionary nature of the Church. Some of these developments have been
integrated with one another, though not all. Missiology, for example, is
still a little known and little appreciated discipline in Catholic theological
circles, though there are signs, especially in Europe, that some of the more
outstanding theologians are taking it into account. There is the prospect
of a more dynamic or missionary theology, as these separate developments
became more complete and are integrated with one another.
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The beginning of Catholic mission theology proper, however, was
quite apart from the above developments. One of the pioneer Catholic
missiologists, Joseph Schmidlin, was the first to attempt to organize a
dogmatic treatment of the missions. He extracted from general theology
those truths capable of illustrating the mission question. Thus, he selected
such questions as the unity and personality of God, the salvific will of
God and the universality of salvation, the necessity of baptism, of faith,
and of the Church for salvation, and finally the relation of the missions to
Christian eschatology.
Since he was a historian, Schmidlin quite naturally approached
the formulation of mission theology after the manner of a historian,
employing a methodology more proper to history than to theology. He
merely rearranged and regrouped selected questions from general dogma,
but at the expense of any bond of evident connection with one another or
with the mission apostolate. His work amounts to an anthology of those
Christian truths; which are more closely related to the mission apostolate.
Although it was insufficient, he began an avenue of investigation, which
was to be taken up later by others.
Much more important is the work of the Belgian Jesuit missiologist,
Pierre Charles. In his Dossiers de l’action missionnaire, published in 1938,
Charles concluded that the specific objective of the mission apostolate is
the establishment of the visible Church in those regions where it does
not yet exist. This concept of the implantation Ecclesiae led to a veritable
revolution in Catholic missionary thinking. The dominant idea of the
purpose of missions had been expressed for centuries in terms of preaching
the Gospel and the propagation of the Christian faith among nonChristians, and the conversion and salvation of their souls. Consequently,
“Charles’ theory” (as it became known) of the establishment of the Church
found acceptance only slowly and after much discussion.
Although this simple yet profound concept has many ramifications
and advantages over previous conceptions of the purpose of the mission
apostolate, and although it stands in need of review today as a result of
further developments within the life of the Church, I merely wish to point
out here its importance in bringing together for the first time in Catholic
circles the ideas of “Church” and “mission.” It was the prelude to an
understanding of their intimate relationship. Catholic thinkers have come
to recognize that the only correct manner of conceiving of missionary
action is in terms of the Church, and likewise to realize the essentially
missionary character of the Church. This understanding and recognition
has grown within recent decades. The mystery of the Church has come to
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receive more and more synthesis in mission theology, so that today it can
be said to be of capital importance as the key concept. Missiology and
ecclesiology are beginning to converge towards each other – and quite
properly – thus helping to develop a more dynamic outlook upon the
nature of the Church and its universal mission to all mankind.
It would take more time than we have here at present to go into
all the various attempts of other Catholic scholars to elaborate a mission
theology. On the one hand, they have different starting points, or points
of departure; some beginning with the mandate of Christ to preach the
Gospel to all nations, others going back to the incarnation of Christ,
still others tracing missionary action back to the Trinity. Moreover, they
develop along different lines, some elaborating the missionary thought in
the doctrine of the Mystical Body, others preferring to work with such
concepts as “the People of God.” Some are concerned only with particular
questions, such as the theological aspects of the incarnation of Christianity
in non-Western cultures, or of bringing out the urgency of missionary
action in the light of the Second Coning of the Lord. Yet, despite these
variations in matters of approach and development, all the authors have
this one thing in common: they deal with missionary activity in an ecclesial
context and view it as an essential and vital activity of the Church and of
all its members.
As yet, there have not been many ecclesiologists among those
writing on mission theology. On the positive aide, however, it can be said
that a few have taken account of the missions in their writings. In length
this ranges from a few pages to entire chapters of books. There is then
the small beginnings of missionary recognition by Catholic ecclesiologists,
although it must be admitted that there is no major trend in that direction
as yet.
One hopeful sign occurred at the second session of the Vatican
Council in September of 1963. During the first week of discussion of the
schema on “The Nature of the Church,” a number of cardinals and bishops
rose to complain that the schema did not sufficiently express the essentially
missionary nature of the Church, and they demanded an explicit and
emphatic statement of this in the schema. As Cardinal Suenens of Belgium
pointed out, it is impossible to speak of the Church even in a general
way without explicitly stating that the missionary character belongs to her
essence. In order to appreciate the historical significance of this seemingly
small demand, it is necessary to recall that no General Council of the
Catholic Church has ever taken up the topic of her missionary action.
Consequently, this can be of great importance ultimately in providing the
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proper orientation for the conception of, the study of, and the teaching of,
the missionary nature of the Church, so that all may know and understand
that the Church is essentially missionary.
It is interesting, and indeed intriguing, that there has also been an
increasing awareness of the intimate connection between “Church” and
“mission” in Protestant circles, even if for different reasons. I am referring,
of course, to all those factors, which led to the merger of the International
Missionary Council and the World Council of Churches. This parallel
and contemporaneous understanding of the inseparability of Church and
mission makes one wonder what, if any, relationship there is in the identical
discovery on the part of both Protestants and Catholics. There may be
many, of which we are quite unaware and which would be useful to know.
Even though our approaches to a deeper understanding of both Church
and mission have been different, still we have both come to recognize the
importance of the Church for mission theology. It is ironical that, while
we are probably closely united in agreement on this point, it is precisely the
concept of “Church” which most widely separates us.
No doubt we agree that the Church is essentially missionary, even
that the Church is the mission in a certain sense, and that this mission
is universal. On the other hand, we are not in complete agreement
on the nature of the Church. Discussion of this question directly and
immediately pertains to ecclesiologists. Never the less, it seems to me that
we professors of missions might well play a supplementary role in this
Protestant-Catholic dialogue.
Ecumenism, as you well know, is intimately bound up with mission
activity. Indeed, it was once stated that when Christian unity is achieved
throughout the Christian world, it will probably be a direct result of foreign
missions. Most Catholic theologians, as I have pointed out, have in the
past had little interest in mission matters, and presumably a somewhat
similar situation has existed among Protestants. This being the case, then
it devolves upon professors of missions not only to establish a dialogue
among themselves but also with ecclesiologists in ecumenical discussions.
In fact, it appears to me that we have a responsibility to undertake such
a dialogue, and that is the reason I am so delighted to participate in this
convention of the Association of Professors of Missions. What is God
forcing us to do today? And together? Why? We must seek the answers
to these questions.
Certainly, one of the fundamental, and most difficult, questions
facing all Christians today concerns the nature of the Church. Now there
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are two ways of coming to know and understand better this mystery. One
is the scriptural approach, looking to the Bible for our knowledge of the
Church as God has revealed it to us. Another way is to look to the activity
of the Church as it carries out its mission in the world. Thus, the early
Church became aware of its universal mission from the fact of its spread
throughout the Roman world and among all classes of men, rather than
learning this from the scriptures, even though it is contained therein.
Since the operation of a being follows upon the nature of that being, we
can come to a knowledge of its nature by studying its operation. Studying
the Church in action, in and throughout the modern world by means of its
members, can tell us something about its nature that we cannot get from
the Bible, for the circumstances and conditions of modern society are not
depicted in it.
We are all aware that the mission of the Church has become much
more complex and complicated in modem times; through study of the
worldwide missionary activity of the Church today we can arrive at a more
thorough understanding of the missionary nature of the Church. This
study, obviously, pertains to professors of missions. What is the mission
concretely in the different continental areas of the world? We professors of
mission can help to answer this question and, in doing so, we can perhaps
shed valuable light upon the mysterious nature of the Church. This implies
that we study not “Protestant missions” or “Catholic missions” separately,
not even consecutively, but that we study “the Christian missions” together
in a comparative manner. Only through a study such as this will we
become aware of possible relationships which may have been hidden from
our eyes simply because we have not made such a comparative study. Some
authors do, of course, include both Catholic and Protestant missions in
their writings, but what I am referring to is not only the inclusion of both
in our study and teaching programs but a study of their inter-relationships,
not only from the point of view of methodology but from that of theology.
Let me explain in a little more detail. The modern mission has
become more universal, not merely in a geographical or ethnological way
by reaching out to men of all races throughout the world, but also in its
scope. Once concerned principally with the propagation of the Gospel
and the salvation of souls, it now includes a vast social and civilizing aspect
in order to assist in the gigantic task of developing the world’s peoples and
their social and economic conditions. The mission is not merely directed
to disembodied souls, as it were, but embraces all of man’s life and activity,
both in his private and family life, as well as in his public and social life, in
all that concerns the attainment of his last end. Regarded from this point
of view, the Church presents itself as that society of men who, under the
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influence of divine grace, are truly the leaven in the mass of human society,
inspiring, uplifting, and developing ever-greater social responsibility
among men for peace and order in the world. This is “missionary,” not in
the sense of proselytizing, as was the traditional view, but in the sense that
collaborating in laying a solid foundation for society also pertains to the
general mission of the Church, or of the People of God.
Furthermore, the universal nature of the mission requires its
extension not only to men and their societies, but indeed to all created
nature. The redemption of Christ embraces all men and all things; this is
a basic point in the theology of St. Paul. In carrying out her redemptive
mission, the Church must respect all human and cultural values, because
God willed to restore all things in Christ, both those in heaven and on
earth. All good things of the earth, all cultures – from the more simple,
primitive to the complex, and scientific – are subject to the uplifting action
of the Church’s mission. This cultural mission, like the social mission, is
likewise very vast.
Now, it appears that we can and do agree on many matters related
to the social and cultural mission of the Church. More and more in the
past few years we have seen Catholic and Protestant missionaries seeking
areas of agreement in these aspects of the mission. This is important for
theological considerations, for it means that, in agreeing on the manner
in which the Church ought to act in the face of social problems, we are
agreeing to that extent at least on certain aspects of her nature. In effect,
we are saying that the Church ought to act in this manner because of
its intrinsic nature. Now professors of missions, alert to the concrete
historical realities of missionary work, enjoy a more advantageous position
for discovering these points of agreement on the nature of the Church
as seen in operation today, than do most theologians working with their
traditional methods and tools. There seem to be many opportunities for
fruitful collaboration, and more today than ever before.
In the foregoing I have stressed the close connection between
mission science and ecclesiology. The latter, however, is not the only part
of theology with which we must be concerned. A complete theology of
mission would include 1) some of the contents of our traditional theology
without further elaboration, i.e., that which is of immediate application
to the mission and has been sufficiently developed by theologians in the
past, e.g., the necessity of grace, of baptism, of the Church; 2) some of the
contents of traditional theology but with some further elaboration, i.e., that
which is of missionary application but has not been sufficiently developed,
or at least not with the right method, e.g., the universal salvific will of God
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presented within the framework of salvation history, thus showing the
progressive manifestation and realization of this will from the beginning
down to the present day; 3) new matters, which were not discussed by past
theologians, e.g., the theological nature of missionary action, its finality,
the theology of missionary accommodation to other cultures, the relation
between secular history and salvation history in the light of modern world
conditions.
The structuring of a true theology of mission is not yet an
accomplished fact, for its development has been up to now mainly of a
fragmentary character. Charles indicated the direction and furnished a
schema for it and the themes to be developed in his Dossiers. He merely
pointed out some topics and subjects to be studied, but he did not
explore them in depth. Charles stated that a theology of mission will
not be complete and satisfactory save on condition of following a rigorous
theological method, i.e., the classical and Scholastic method of employing
the four causes: material, formal, efficient, and final. This method has the
merit of grouping logically the questions which depend upon the concept
of mission, not by chance or by caprice, but by a treatment according to
the order of their dependence, more or less direct, on this fundamental
concept. Nothing could be more simple or more orderly.
When Charles enumerated the questions destined to form the
framework of such a treatise, he pointed out that none of these questions
are developed in general theology and that all are strictly subordinated to
the formal object of mission theology, as he formulated it: the establishment
of the Church. As he saw it, the problems studied by traditional theology
should be left aside; thus, besides excluding the problem of the salvation
of non-Christians, he also excluded the question of the universality of the
Church and its necessity.
Others have felt, however, that it is useful to treat these questions
in relation to the mission apostolate and not simply pass over them in
silence. There are a number of questions, they say, which are closely related
to the mission apostolate and might be studied with profit if this were
undertaken from a missiological point of view. Thus, there are certain
lacunae in Charles’ scheme. Granted that he made considerable progress
over Schmidlin, still he did not utter the last word on a schema of a
theology of mission. Some theologians after Charles have considered it
quite proper to re-examine the various theses which are studied in general
theology and developed at length, as long as they are considered in their
relation to the mission. No doubt this could be fruitful, either because they
have been touched on only lightly by the authors, or because they have
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been studied (even in depth) with a different attitude and mentality, which
did not include the problems of the mission apostolate.
Aside from the problems involved in the development of mission
theology, there are the problems involved in bringing the mission apostolate
into the teaching of theology. Most theology courses give hardly any
notice to mission theology. What is the best method of incorporating the
mission apostolate into the theology curriculum? Should a comprehensive
mycological section be developed and integrated into the treatise on the
Church, or would it be better to develop in each part of theology the points
which have a universal or missionary significance?
This question was discussed by some Catholic theologians in the
Netherlands in 1958. Some of the theologians disapproved of simply
introducing disparate mission concepts into the course of dogmatic
theology. The specific problems of the missions are so complex, they
argued, that a separate handling of missiological questions is called for,
if the students tire to gain any real insight into them. Otherwise, a few
useful remarks might be made about the mission apostolate, but the heart
of the problem would be left untouched. The proper place for treating
these questions, they said, is in connection with the treatise on the Church.
Others noted that, while there is no doubt that the treatise on the
Church is the place where the missions ought to be discussed, nevertheless
the theological foundation of the missions as an essential aspect of the
life of the Church is also to be seen in the revelation of the one true God,
in our knowledge of the salvific will of God, in the universal mission of
Christ, and so on. Moreover, just as exegesis and biblical theology must be
taught as a part of the curriculum without thereby aiming at the training
of professional exegetes, in the same manner the theology of missions
should be taught without thereby aiming at the training of professional
missiologists. To do less would be to continue the erroneous impression
that the missions are of secondary importance, whereas in reality they
pertain to the essence of the Church’s apostolate.
There are, therefore, good arguments for treating those questions
having a mission significance in each part of theology. In addition,
it affords the opportunity of presenting missionary ideas repeatedly
to theological students – a not insignificant pedagogical advantage.
Consequently, although the Dutch theologians were convinced that the
theological problems pertaining to the missions are important enough to
demand a place of their own in the teaching of dogmatic theology, they
did not insist upon the formation of a separate treatise on the theology of
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the missions, as did Charles. Lack of time for such an enterprise and the
absence of competent specialists make it very difficult to do. Moreover,
if the missionary aspects of Christianity were given full attention at the
time they customarily appear in the course of the theological studies,
there will be a better chance of success in fostering a stronger and more
solidly founded missionary spirit among all theological students, which is
certainly an important objective.
I am sure that we are in accord on the desirability and the necessity
of developing mission theology. In my opinion, nothing will offer greater
hope for the cause of the missions than its development. It is to theology
that the worldwide mission apostolate must look in order to ascertain the
definite meaning of “mission,” of the material, formal, efficient, and final
causes of the missions, and for those principles, which ought to regulate
both missionary activity and missionary publicity. The modern mission
apostolate desperately needs the help of theology for the solution to many
vexing questions. This will not require a “new theology,” but it will require
a new look at theology from the missiological point of view, in order to find
relationships hither to hidden from sight, which will lead to the progress of
both theology and the mission apostolate.
The mission apostolate has need of many other sciences as well,
such as anthropology, sociology, economics, and others. Nevertheless,
the priority of theology must be stressed, because the mission apostolate
depends not on the will of man, but on the will of God. Therefore, it pertains
to theology to determine its principles and to measure the legitimacy of
methodology that is to be followed in missionary practice. It is necessary
to stress the priority of theology if error is to be avoided, for the activities
of the mission apostolate touch on other fields of interest. If one neglects
the normative character of theology, there is danger of being submerged in
these other fields. If major consideration is given to what is proper to these
other interests in such a way as to dominate the approach to the subject,
then the character of the subject will be changed. No one will question
the need of applying social science to the solution of the problems facing
human beings in the mission regions of the world. What requires at least
equal or even greater stress is the absolute need of theological guidance and
direction both for a proper conception of the Church’s mission apostolate
and for the proper determination of mission methods.
The theology of the worldwide mission apostolate is in itself so
complicated and such a broad subject that it might well discourage most
men from wrestling with it, let alone getting involved in ecumenical
considerations of the subject. Yet, it appears to me that studying it and
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developing it, together, is imperative, and that the effort must be made
regardless of the size of the difficulties involved. In order to make possible
future collaboration by Protestant and Catholic professors of missions,
the subject must be limited to manageable proportions. I should like to
suggest the general subject of Christian universalism, both because of its
missionary and its ecumenical implications. A fuller study and mutual
understanding of this by all might be profitable. On the one hand, the
concept of universalism is the fundamental basis for the mission apostolate.
It is because of the universality of the redemption by Christ that we
feel the obligation to spread the Gospel of Christ to all men; this is its
missionary aspect. On the other hand, the idea of universalism implies
a certain unity; this is its ecumenical aspect. Could we not study this
together in order to reach a deeper understanding of both of these aspects,
and the connection between the two? It must be admitted that in the
past there was often a certain spirit of competition implicit in our mission
work. To day, however, the mission is being regarded in Catholic circles
not as a competitive contest for souls but in terms of Christian witness
and service being offered to men and communities, leaving it to God to
determine whether or not this will result in conversions here and now or
rather in the transformation of the social climate. I am happy to report
that leading Catholic missiologists are fostering the ecumenical spirit and
are promoting mutual understanding among all Christians.
Since the revelation of God regarding the universal redemption
of mankind is contained in the Bible, we must seek in it together the idea
of universalism. One cannot deny that there is in the Old Testament a
pact, which is essentially particularistic, for God segregated the people of
Israel, manifested Himself and His revelation to them, gave His promises
to them, and made a pact with Abraham, the father of the Jewish people.
Nevertheless, this juridical pact of God with them did not exclude a
teleological universalism, which can be seen in the history of the people of
Israel. Messianiam was essentially universal. Even though the religion of
Israel appeared in practice to the particularistic, nevertheless it contained
in its basic principles a universal calling. In Abraham and in his seed, all
the tribes, all the nations, all the kindred of the earth would be blessed,
because the Redeemer was to come from the Jewish people but for all
races and peoples. The Psalms often speak of universal religion, or of the
universal reign of God, the universal triumph of the Messiah and of his
universal dominion over the world. So too the Prophets never cease to
affirm that the messianic kingdom is not limited to the Hebrew nation but
will include all the people of the earth. They proclaim that there will come
a time when there shall no longer be a distinction between the Jews and
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Gentiles but both will be subject to the Messiah. Here, in wiping out the
distinction between the Jews and the Gentiles we see that this doctrine of
universalism implies a certain unity, for it is implied that in future there
will be but one People of God.
The coming of Jesus Christ as the universal Saviour of all mankind
is so clear in the New Testament that it requires no comment here.
Furthermore, Christ transmitted to His Church the universal mission
entrusted to Him by the Father. The concept of universalism could be
explored in its meaning of spiritual salvation for the entire human race,
tracing this down through history and seeing its ever widening perspectives
as more and more races and peoples are reached by the Gospel. There is
another aspect of universalism, which was not so much described in writing
as practiced, namely, the recognition on the part of all members of the early
Church of their active role in the missionary spread of the Church, which
we have somehow lost through the centuries. There is also the extension
of the mission to vast areas of man’s life and being which were a part of the
modern world but were not present before in history. I am referring here
to the social complexities of our modern age and the entirely new world
of science and technology, most of which has yet to be brought within the
framework of Christ’s all-embracing redemption of created nature. Thus,
there is much more of being, or many more kinds of being today, which
have not yet been consecrated and sanctified by Christians. The tragedy is
that we have not shown a united front in the struggle for the salvation and
redemption of the world against atheism, materialism, and communism.
That is why I suggest the general subject of Christian universalism in all its
ramifications as a topic for future discussion by professors of missions, for
they can rightly be called professors of Christian universalism.
We might ask: since Christian universalism implies a certain unity,
what is the meaning of our separation today? After all, we didn’t plan it
or will it; we are heirs to that separation which took place several centuries
ago. What are the forces on a worldwide scale, which, under the guidance
of Divine Providence, are serving to bring together all Christians? What
relationship is there in the trends towards unification on a political, social,
economic, and cultural level to our recognition of the need for religious
unity? What is the meaning of Marxism, of organized atheism, which is
a phenomenon of the modern world, to our consciousness of the need for
unity in the face of a godless world? What is bringing us together for at
least the beginnings of a friendly dialogue? It is true that these questions
face all Christian ecumenists, but they face professors of missions on a
more universal scale because of their more universal focus. Since we are
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particularly concerned with making Christianity more universal, we ought
to be particularly concerned with the uniting of all Christians.
It is well known that Catholic missionaries and missiologists
generally have not heretofore been active in ecumenical affairs. Within the
past few years, however, there has been a sizable growth in both interest
and involvement, and it will no doubt continue to grow. For my own part,
I intend to foster an ecumenical spirit and to promote Christian unity to
the best of my ability, for I believe that no one can truly have at heart the
missionary spread of Christianity and at the same time be indifferent to
the matter of Christian unity.
In conclusion, I should like to re-echo the words of Pope Paul VI
at the opening of the Second Session of the Vatican Council which he
addressed to the observers from the various Christian churches: “If we are
in any way to blame for this separation, we humbly beg God’s forgiveness,
and ask our brothers’ pardon for any injuries they feel they have sustained
from us. For our part, we willingly forgive whatever injuries the Catholic
Church has suffered, and forget the grief she has endured, as the result of
the long years of dissension and separation.”
These words I wish to make my own and address them to the
members of this gathering.
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